MY   AFRICAN   NEIGHBOURS

with joy. It was the latent maternal instinct suddenly
awakened, manifesting itself in a touching and pathetic
way. They put their arms round the necks of the kittens,
and licked and fondled them as if they had been their own,
and when I had prepared a place for Shri and her brood,
they remained with the latter, and were not to be persuaded
to leave the room. In the beginning I felt some anxiety,
because I was not quite sure what unexpected turn these
demonstrations of affection might suddenly take. But my
apprehensions disappeared as minute after minute passed
without bringing any marked alteration in their quality.

I had also feared that Shri, who could be terribly fierce
on occasion, and who, moreover, was considerably larger
than the mongooses, might object to their endeavours to
monopolize her progeny. But in this, as in so many other
ways, she was perfectly surprising. Wiser than her master,
she did not for a second show the slightest doubt as to the
benevolent character of the endearments which her babies
had to endure. After a day or two, she even came to the
conclusion that nothing could be more convenient than
this unceasing attendance of Mshenzi and Maskini on her
family; for she allowed herself, between fulfilments of
her unavoidable maternal ministrations, the relaxation of
frequent and prolonged strolls in the neighbourhood.

Rikki-Tikki, as might be supposed, took no part in this
cajoling, but, after one coldly surprised glance at the new-
comers, ceased to take any notice of them.

As long as the kittens were too small to leave the room,
the interest with which they inspired the two lady mon-
gooses never flagged, and included all their actions. I shall
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